Abstract
Introduction
Intimate partner violence (IPV) and undocumented migration are identified as social and global health issues [1] [2] . In 2010, female migrants constituted 49% of the world's migration [3] . In the United States (US) in 2011, undocumented female immigrants accounted for approximately 45% of all immigrants [4] . Migration itself is a source of stress [5] . In addition, immigrant women are faced with challenges such as language barriers and discrimination as they arrive to a new country [5] . Violence against women is a major concern with the increased numbers of female migration [5] . In the study by Decker, Raj, and Silverman [6] it was reported that immigrant adolescent females were twice as likely to report recurring sexual abuse compared to non-immigrant girls. Both migration and partner violence have adverse effects on women's physical and mental health [5] . Furthermore, lack of language skills, inadequate knowledge about legal rights, and poor paying jobs hinder immigrant women's ability to protect themselves from violence [7] . Immigrant abused women's quest for safety is further complicated by the lack of legal immigration status.
Undocumented immigrant women's status not only increases the vulnerability for abuse, but is also often used by their abusive partners to threaten them with deportation. This is an additional barrier for women to seek help [8] [9] . Moreover abused immigrant women who lack legal immigration status are less likely to report violence for fear of consequences [10] . Significant advancement within the last two decades has occurred in efforts to protect abused immigrant women. Currently in the US, immigrant women who are victims of abuse and who meet the criteria may self-petition for a special visa under the Violence Woman Act (VAWA).
Violence Against Women Act and Immigrant Women
In 1994, Congress first enacted the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) to address violence against undocumented women. Since VAWA was enacted, improvements have been made to the act to decrease the restriction on qualifying criteria. The VAWA allows eligible abused immigrants to apply for legal status in the United States if the abuser is a US citizen or legal resident [11] [12] . An additional path for legal status for abused women is the "U" visa. The U visa is offered to victims of crimes including domestic violence. The applicants must prove that they suffered physical or mental abuse and they must be willing to cooperate with law enforcement in the investigation against the perpetrator [13] .
While VAWA is a benefit for abused women, the qualifying criteria are strict and the process is lengthy. In spite of additional provision to improve VAWA, undocumented women face difficulties when applying for legal status. Some of the challenges include the stress of providing a personal detailed statement of the abuse, confusion about the process, amount of evidence needed to prove eligibility, and waiting time to receive documentation [14] [15] .
Purpose of the study
The purpose of this research is to explore the association of the characteristics of abused immigrant women who report intimate partner violence and application for legal status. The study provides data to close the gap in literature relevant to undocumented abused immigrant women who strive for a safer and healthier life. More importantly, this study offers evidence for the development of programs to enable abused immigrant women toward legal status.
Methods
Data utilized in this study comes from data collected as a part of a 7-year prospective study investigating the outcomes of women seeking partner violence support for the first time through either the justice system or the use of safe shelters. Following Internal Review Board (IRB) approval and with the cooperation of five local safe shelters and the district attorney's office, women who were eligible to participate in this study (i.e., English or Spanish speaking women with at least one child between the ages of 18 months and 15 years old, seeking services for partner abuse for the first time) were approached within 24 hours of first entering either the safe shelter or applying for a protective order through justice services. Women who consented to participate in this study were interviewed at baseline and in four month increments. Data utilized for the present report includes baseline and 16 month follow up data. For a full review of scope, aim, and methodology of the seven year prospected study, see [16] .
Instruments
At each interview, women were asked a series of questions aimed at assessing their mental health (i.e., somatization, depression, anxiety) as measured by the Brief Symptoms Inventory-18(BSI) [17] , posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) [18] , severity of abuse (i.e., threats, physical, sexual; [19) ], danger for murder [20] ), self-efficacy [21] , marginalization [22] , social support (i.e., emotional support and tangible support); [23] [24] and acculturation status [25] . Across all these measures, higher scores are associated with higher levels of the construct of interest. Specific cut offs per measure vary, and as such, interpretation and meaning will be discussed in later sections of this paper for significant findings. In addition to the aforementioned standardized measures, women were asked if they had or had not applied for immigrant legal status. Demographic information and contextual information (i.e., days at shelter, whether or not the protection orders was received) was also obtained. Time to complete the full interview was approximately 1 hour.
Participants
An equal number of women (n = 150) were recruited from either a safe shelter or the justice services for a total of 300 participants. For the purposes of this study, a subsample of 107(35.7%) women who self-identified as being immigrants to the United States were analyzed to investigate potential differences in both demographics and outcomes of women who applied for legal immigrant status during the first 16 months of the study. Women included in this subsample had ages that ranged from 18 to 51, and of these 107 women just over one third (n = 22, 36.7%) had applied for legal status at some point during the 16 months following initial contact with either the safe shelter or justice services. Demographic characteristics of the 107 women are outlined in Table 1 . 
Results
In order to test for significant relationships between whether or not a woman had applied for legal status and categorical variables (i.e., group [shelter, justice services]), primary language (English or Spanish), days at shelter (less than or great than the median of 21 days and whether or not a protection order was received), a series of crosstabulations with Pearson's chi square were conducted. There were no significant relationships between having applied for legal status and the categorical variables. All significant levels were less than 0.05.
Due to limitations of sample size and violations of the assumption of normality, parametric analyses could not be conducted on the present data. As such, in order to test for differences in continuous demographics and outcome measures, Mann-Whitney U nonparametric analyses were conducted. Please see Table 2 for an overview of outcome variables at 16 month, follow up by legal status application status. As shown, there was a significant relationship between acculturation and whether or not a woman had applied for legal status, U = 257, z = -2.61, p = .009. Women who had applied for legal status had higher levels of acculturation, (M = 1.77, SD = .82) compared to those who did not apply for legal status (M = 1.46, SD = .
91). Higher levels of acculturation indicate greater use of the English language (i.e., read and write, think, speak); therefore, women who applied for legal status tended to use English more frequently across settings. See Figure 1 for an overview of the differences in these scores. Further Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted across the remaining outcome measures at both intake and 16 month follow up yielding no significant differences as a function of having applied for legal status. 
Discussion
Intimate partner violence, migration, and lack of legal immigrant status, have detrimental effects on women's overall well-being. What happens when all these factors are present in a woman's life? What happens when one of these elements is removed, such as legal immigrant status? A significant finding in the study was that women who had applied for legal immigrant status had higher levels of acculturation compared to those who did not apply for legal status. No other research describing the characteristics of immigrant women who apply for legal status was found in the literature. However, previous research indicates that abused immigrant women who are more acculturated are more likely to use safety behaviors but also more likely to experience depression and anxiety [26] . Acculturation is a complex process. The scale used in this study focused only on English language as a proxy to measure level of acculturation. Perhaps being able to communicate in the language of the host country, in this case English, overrides the impact of poor mental health, facilitating a woman to access resources and apply for legal immigrant status. According to Capps, Bachmeier, Fix, and Van Hook [4] 70% of undocumented adults immigrants have limited or no English language skills. These findings indicate that undocumented abused women may need assistance in English language proficiency to access appropriate resources in moving through the immigration process.
According to the International Organization for Migration, it is critical to create programs and provide assistance for language training and bi-lingual service providers to enable immigrant women [5] . Currently, most of the immigration application forms are in English. A collaborative approach is needed to develop and implement the above mentioned programs to meet the needs of abused immigrant women. Schools and Parent Teachers Organizations (PTO) members can serve as collaborators to develop and implement educational programs [27] . At the same time programs are urgently needed to continue to improve paths and eliminate barriers for undocumented women to obtain employment authorization and to adjust their status [5] . One of the most challenging aspects of applying to a visa for immigrant women is to meet eligibility criteria [14] . More emphasis is needed on increasing knowledge of available legal rights and services specific for abused undocumented women such as VAWA, U-visa, free legal aid, protective orders, and safe shelters. In order to increase reports of violence to authorities and decrease fear of deportation, it is important to identify and use appropriate sources of information about available services. Such sources need to be trusted by undocumented women.
No significant relationships were found between applying for legal status and all outcome and demographic characteristics with the exception of acculturation. Contrary to the results, an expected finding was that abused women who had increased levels of social support, self-efficacy and decreased levels of psychological distress, PTSD, and marginalization, would be more likely to apply for legal immigrant status but no difference was measured in this sample. Ryan and colleagues [28] used BSI to examine levels of distress among a group of people who applied for asylum in Ireland. Unlike the findings in our study, the researchers found that people seeking asylum experienced high levels of distress at entry and follow-up; however, distress decreased in persons who obtain a legal immigrant status. The lack of significant findings in this study may indicate that no significant barriers impede immigrant women from applying for legal status if they decide to do so as long as they are proficient in English. multidimensional scales are available to measure acculturation. The potential exists that other measures could reveal different findings with this population. Another limitation is that the sample of immigrant women were primarily from Spanish speaking countries. This sample reflects the immigrant population in the area where the study was conducted. In addition, women were recruited from shelters only for abused women and from the local district attorney's office where they applied for a protection order. Thus, abused immigrant women who accessed help at homeless shelters or who used private legal firms to apply for a PO were not included in this sample. In spite of the limitations, this study contributes to the literature with significant findings about immigrant women who report abuse and documents the need for future research as well as services.
Implications for Future Research
Research is needed that uses a multidirectional scale to measure acculturation that includes other aspects of acculturation in addition to language. Also studies that include a heterogeneous sample to include abused immigrant women from different parts of the world and who seek help at other types of services, such as counseling.
Conclusion
Around the world, women are affected by immigration, laws conferring or denying legal immigrant status, and abuse. The findings in this research document women who are more acculturated, meaning have higher English speaking proficiency, are more likely to apply for legal status. And while no other demographic characteristics or outcome measures were significant, the positive acculturation findings indicate that when immigrant abused women possess more English speaking skills, they are much more likely to apply for legal status.
